The Tax Treatment of Capital Income: European Union and Countries in Transition by Sandra Švaljek
 
Croatian Economic Survey 2005 107
5 The Tax Treatment of Capital Income: 
European Union and 








This paper deals with the tax treatment of specific categories of income from 
capital – income from interests on savings deposits and bonds, dividends and 
capital gains in the old Europe, some countries in transition and in the Republic 
of Croatia. The aim of the paper is to provide, in rather simple manner, the 
insight into the type of taxation of these categories of capital income (e.g. taxation 
by applying a special kind of tax on capital income or inclusion of capital income 
in the total taxable income), the level of the statutory tax rates and key features of 
the capital income taxation, so as to enable the comparison of the tax treatment of 
capital income in Croatia and in the neighbouring countries. Very important 
issues related to the theoretical background and principles on which the taxation 
of interest income, dividend income and income from capital gains is based are 
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1 Introduction 
 
Every country has its unique tax system, but in analysing the features and impact 
of the tax systems, as well as in designing or redesigning these tax systems, 
domestic practice is frequently compared with the solutions in other countries. 
Since Croatia’s immediate economic and geographic neighbourhood is the 
European Union and Central, South and East European countries, the research of 
tax systems in these countries and analyses of their development in time are of a 
particular interest. 
 
The aim of this paper is to compare tax systems of the countries in the Croatia's 
neighbourhood and to identify general characteristics and differences among them, 
as well as to examine the extent to which the Croatian tax system is similar to tax 
regimes in other countries. Since it is almost impossible to summarise in one place 
and compare all the features of the tax systems in a group of countries, this paper 
is focused only on comparing the method of tax treatment of various types of 
capital income in two groups of countries, encompassing the old EU Member 
States and some European transition countries
1
. In addition, the comparison 
mainly relates only to the current status
2
, rather than to the changes in the tax 
systems over time. 
 
Capital income or income from investments is considered to be an income earned 
by natural persons through their passive investments, i.e. an income earned with 
no active participation in income creation or in managing business venture. The 
concept opposite to capital income, which is also referred to as the passive income, 
is employment income, or active income (IBFD, 1996). Capital income includes 
income from immovable property, dividends, interest on bank deposits and bonds, 
rentals receivable under operating leases, etc. The paper discusses tax treatment of 
the following forms of income – interest on bank deposits and bonds, dividends 
and capital gains. Tax treatment of capital income is mostly analysed from the 
perspective of a resident natural person. International aspects of capital income 
                                                 
1 In addition to 15 old EU Member States, certain aspects of the tax systems in 11 European transition 
countries are also analysed in this paper – Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania (except 
for interest taxation), Hungary, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia and Croatia. 
2 For all the countries, except for Croatia, the data relate to the end-2004 period, while for Croatia, the data 
relating to 2005 are reported. 
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taxation are discussed only in the case of tax treatment of income from interest on 
savings deposits, since in the taxation of income from interest on savings deposits 
serious problems arise, concerning the unequal treatment of interest payable to 
residents and non-residents. In view of the relevance of this issue, a separate 
chapter is also dedicated to harmonisation of taxation of income from interest on 
savings deposits in the European Union. Finally, on the basis of a comparison of 
the tax treatment of the selected forms of capital income in the observed countries, 
the final conclusions are made. 
 
 
2 Tax Treatment of Interest on Bank Deposits 
 
The tax treatment of interest on bank deposits in the EU Member States and in 
European transition countries varies to a great extent. In general, there are four 
main types of tax treatment of interest on deposits in these countries, as follows: 
 
• taxation by levying a final withholding tax,  
• taxation within an annual taxation of income, 
• taxation by levying a withholding tax first and then within the annual 
taxation of income, 
• interest income tax exemption. 
 
In the largest number of the old EU Member States, interests on deposits are 
treated by levying withholding tax, which is considered a final tax, and interest 
income is not included in the annual tax return. Interests are treated in this 
manner in eight old EU Member States – Austria, Belgium, Finland, France, 
Greece, Italy, Portugal and Sweden. In five of these countries (Austria, Belgium, 
France, Greece and Portugal), taxpayers are entitled to opt for the tax already 
withheld used as a prepayment i.e. to be included in the annual income tax return 
and a standard income tax liability to be applied to interest income. The tax rates 
on income from deposit interest, however, range from 15 to 30 percent. 
 
The two old EU Member States, Denmark and Luxembourg, include interest 
income in the taxable income, applying the income tax rate that corresponds to 
the overall level of income. In the Netherlands, income is classified into three 
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different categories, to which three different tax rates are assigned. One of these tax 
rates is applied to interest income. 
 
In four old EU Members States (Germany, Ireland, Spain and United Kingdom), 
withholding tax is levied on interest first, and withholding tax is considered as an 
advance payment of the final interest income tax. In the annual tax return, 
withholding tax paid is included in the total annual income tax to which the 
income tax rate is applied. 
 
Income from interest on deposit is not exempt from income tax in any of the old 
EU Member States, although in most of the countries non-residents pay either 
interest income tax at a lower rate or at a zero rate, in accordance with the double 
taxation avoidance agreements. In transition countries, the situation is different. In 
Slovenia, Hungary and Croatia interest is, as income of natural persons, exempt 
from income tax for all types of savings, and in Bulgaria, Latvia and Estonia 
interest income is also not subject to income tax for the majority of the common 
types of savings. Out of ten selected European transition countries, including 
Croatia, seven countries that tax interest on bank deposits, levy the final 
withholding tax. 
 
It may be assumed that a significantly reduced tax burden, as regards interest on 
savings, in transition countries is a consequence of an attempt to simplify the tax 
system to the largest extent possible, but it could also be a result of a desire to 




In the old EU Member States, the analyses point to a downward trend in tax 
burden of interest income – in 2004 it amounted to 34 percent in 15 EU Member 
States, with a standard deviation of 11.1, while according to Gorter and de Mooij 
(2001) in 2000, the average tax rate on interest stood at 36.7 percent (standard 
deviation amounting to 14), and in 1990 at 45.9 percent (standard deviation 
amounting to 11.4). An overview of the interest income tax treatment in the old 
EU Member States is given in Table 1, and a summary of the interest income tax 
treatment in 10 selected transition countries is shown in Table 2. However, it 
                                                 
3 For common reasons for allowing tax incentives for savings, see Banks (1996). An overview of the 
theoretical and empirical studies of interdependence between savings and taxation is provided by Robson 
(1995) and Bernheim (1999). 
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should be noted that in a large number of countries there are differences in the tax 
treatment of different savings instruments, which are not elaborated and shown in 
more detail in the table, but may, nevertheless, significantly influence the decisions 
of the persons concerning their choice of savings instruments. Unequal tax 




3 Tax Treatment of Interest on Bonds and Dividends 
 
Interests on bonds are, in a large number of countries, treated the same as interests 
on deposits, and the same method is usually applied to the calculation of bond 
interest income tax as to deposit interest income tax. In some countries, corporate 
and government bonds are treated differently, government bonds enjoying a more 
favourable tax treatment. Taxation of dividends is equal to the bond taxation, or 
they are partially tax-exempt, in order to mitigate a double taxation of income 
from investment in shares – first, at the company level, and the second time, at the 
shareholders’ level. 
 
Tables 3 and 4 show a statutory tax rate, applied to corporate and government 
bonds and to dividends in the old EU Member States and in some European 
transition countries. 
 
It should be noted that in the case of the old EU Member States, interests on 
corporate bonds have equal tax treatment to interests on bank deposits, except in 
Greece, Italy and Portugal, where higher tax rates are levied on interests on bank 
deposits. As regards transition countries, in Bulgaria and the Czech Republic 
corporate bonds are subject to higher tax rates compared to interest on bank 
deposits. 
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In the old EU-Member States, the treatment of corporate and government bonds is 
similar, except in Luxembourg, where certain zero-coupon government bonds are 
tax-exempt. In contrast, a considerably large number of transition countries, 
provide for a more favourable tax relief on government bonds, compared to the 
corporate bonds – Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland. In 
all these countries, the interest on government bonds is completely tax-exempt. 
Differences in tax regimes with respect to government bonds in these two groups 
of countries may be accounted for by a greater need of the governments in 






4 Harmonisation in the Field of Taxation of 
Income from Interest on Saving Deposit in the EU 
 
Taxation of income from interest on savings deposits of natural persons in the 
European Union is still not subject to harmonisation, although a partial 
regulation has been achieved by the introduction of the Directive on Taxation of 
Savings Income in the Form of Interest Payments. The Savings Directive
5
 was 
adopted only in 2003 and it entered into force as at 1 July 2005, although the 
preparation of regulations, which would bring about a certain degree of tax 
harmonisation in this area, began as early as in the 1960ies (Oravec, 2002). The 
attempts for the tax harmonisation to encompass taxation of income from savings 
interest result from the fact that the existing principle of interest taxation is the 
principle of the country of residence, which is violated by the fact that tax 
authorities may assess interest yield only in the country, but not abroad. 
Consequently, depositors take out savings in other countries and do not report 
return on these savings in the country of residence, which results in a loss of 
potential tax revenues for the home countries, as well as in a flight of capital 
(Härtel, 2000). 
 
                                                 
4 Explanation of the unfavourable impact of government securities tax exemption on efficiency and fairness in 
distribution may be found in Norregaard (1997). 
5 Council Directive 2003/48/EC of 3 June 2003 on Taxation of Savings Income in the Form of Interest 
Payments was published in the Official Journal of the European Union, 26 June 2003. 
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However, the EU Member States did not manage, for many years, to reach an 
agreement concerning the method of harmonising the tax treatment of interest 
income. The institute of banking secret represented a special restriction on 
harmonisation, which individual countries did not wish to waive (Luxembourg, 
Belgium and Austria). During 2000, a proposal of the Directive providing for an 
exchange of information was made, i.e. for the introduction of exchange of 
information between the EU Member States. A transitional period was proposed 
for Belgium, Luxembourg and Austria, during which they may apply the 
withholding tax regime, which subsequently must be replaced by the system of 
information reporting. 
 
The ultimate aim of this Directive is to enable savings income in the form of 
interest payments made in one Member State to beneficial owners who are 
individuals resident in another Member State to be made subject to effective 
taxation in accordance with the legislation of the latter Member State. It is believed 
that the aim of this Directive can best be achieved by targeting interest payments 
made by economic operators established in one Member States to or for the 
benefit of beneficial owners who are individuals resident in another Member State 
through an automatic exchange of information between Member States concerning 
interest payments. The scope of this Directive should be limited to taxation of 
savings income in the form of interest payments on debt claims and, in particular, 
income from government securities and income from bonds or debentures, 
including premiums and prizes attaching to such securities, bonds or debentures, 
and interest accrued or capitalised at the sale, refund or redemption of such debt 
claims, to the exclusion of the issues relating to the taxation of pension and 
insurance benefits, as well as to interest on certain transferable bonds (to avoid 
negative impacts on the market) during the transitional period, for bonds issued 
before 1 March 2001. 
 
As regards the Directive on income from interest on savings deposits, it should be 
emphasised that it does not deal with the taxation of interest income of domestic 
depositors, but exclusively with the tax treatment of interest income of non-
resident individuals, that it does not deal with interest income of individuals 
resident outside the European Union and that the Member State of which an 
individual tax payer is resident can decide whether or not interest income is 
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taxable. The Directive, therefore, does not require the Member States to harmonise 
the manner of taxation or the amount of tax burden relating to interest income.  
 
 
5 Tax Treatment of Capital Gains 
 
All old EU Member States have some form of capital gains taxation
6
 in place, 
either in the form of a special tax on capital gains or within the framework of 
income tax. In this paper we will examine both types of capital gains taxation, and 
that for capital gains on all types of assets whose realised gains are taxable. Table 5 
gives a clear overview of the basic elements of capital gains taxation in those 
countries. As shown in the Table, although all the selected countries have some 
form of capital gains taxation, the manner of taxation and the level of capital 
gains taxation in those countries differ greatly
7
.   
 
The selected countries can be classified into two groups: those that tax capital gains 
together with other forms of income and countries which apply a special tax on 
capital gains. In nine old EU Member States (Austria, Denmark, Finland, 
Germany, Italy, Luxembourg, Portugal, Spain and Sweden) capital gains are 
integrated in total taxable income and taxed at progressive tax rates in accordance 
with the statutory tax rate. In two Scandinavian countries with the so-called dual 
income taxation
8
 capital gains are added to income from capital and are subject to 
capital income tax. In the remaining six old EU Member States (Belgium, France, 
Greece, Ireland, The Netherlands, and the United Kingdom) there is a special tax 
rate for capital gains.  
 
Depending on the type of assets, tax rates levied on capital gains can differ within 
a single country in the same way as they do between different countries. Assuming 
that in countries in which capital gains are taxed by progressive income tax rates, 
                                                 
6 Capital gain is the difference between the purchase price and the selling price of asset (IBFD, 1996). 
7 For details concerning capital gains taxation pattern, see Messere (1993). For the effects of capital gains 
taxation on efficacy, income, capital gains realisation, propensity to assume risks, savings and investments, the 
price of assets, prosperity, portfolio structure and distribution, see e.g. Auten (1999), Zodrow (1995), Sandmo 
(1985) and Poterba (2001). 
8 For the reasons for the introduction and the characteristics of the dual system of taxation, see Hamaekers 
(2003). 
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capital gains are subject to maximum tax rates, the Table shows that the tax rates 
range between 5 percent for specific types of assets in Greece and 59 percent in 
Denmark.  
 
The majority, or ten old EU Member States, differentiate between short-term and 
long-term capital gains, i.e. income from the sale of assets in a short period of time 
following its acquisition is considered speculative gain and as such is to be treated 
less favourably than any long-term capital gain. As shown in Table 5, which lists 
the types of assets subject to capital gains tax and the types of assets exempt from 
this tax obligation, it is evident that different treatment of short-term and long-
term capital gains is particularly common in case of real estate. However, the 
distinction between short-term and long-term capital gains differs substantially and 
ranges between 2-10 years in case of real estate, and six months and three years in 
case of other assets.  
 
In nine old EU Member States, a threshold has been set in the form of an amount 
of money which represents a limit for taxpayers’ capital gains tax exemption. 
Although in the past a number of countries used an adjustment of capital gains 
tax base to ensure that only real gains and not nominal gains are taxed, this type of 
tax base indexation is present in only two countries (Ireland and Portugal). 
Similarly, most of the countries do not permit capital loss deductions, while four 
of the remaining five countries (Denmark, Ireland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, 
and Sweden) allow only a limited capital loss deduction from the taxable base. Five 
countries allow, subject to certain conditions, deferred capital gains tax.  
 
Table 6 shows tax treatment of capital gains with respect to the type of assets, 
where taxable assets are considered those assets which are explicitly indicated as 
taxable, with the exception of those explicitly indicated as exempt. Information 
given is based on the publications of the International Bureau of Fiscal 
Documentation (IBFD), which offer a relatively detailed overview of tax legislation 
in European countries (IBFD, 2004a and 2004b). In view of a variety of different 
tax reliefs and special tax treatments for various types of assets in different 
countries, the overview in Table 6 should be construed as illustrative only. In 
addition to taxable or exempt assets, and differentiation between short-term and 
long-term capital gains, the number of years from the acquisition of assets on the 
basis of which a gain can qualify as a short-term or long-term, respectively, are 
indicated.
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It can be concluded that business assets and short-term capital gains on the sale of 
real estate and securities and stakes are the most commonly taxed items, while 
items exempt from taxes are usually capital gains on the sale of real estate used as a 
principle residence and long-term capital gains on the sale of real estate, securities 
and stakes. In some countries, such as for instance in Belgium and the 
Netherlands, capital gains tax is levied only on a limited number of very specific 
types of assets, so for all practical purposes it can be claimed that capital gains tax 
does not exist in those countries.  
 
Although it could be argued that, in view of numerous capital gains tax 
exemptions in the old EU Member States and different tax rates on capital gains 
on different types of assets in some countries, tax legislation creates significant 
non-neutrality between capital gains on different types of assets, comparisons in 
time point to a progress towards greater neutrality (Journard, 2001). The 
introduction of a dual system of income taxation in the Scandinavian countries 
has contributed to equality in tax treatment of capital gains on different types of 
assets, even in tax treatment of different types of capital income. Still, it is obvious 
that in formulating capital gains taxation, the authorities are not governed by the 
principles of assets neutrality and equality in tax treatment of different types of 
assets, but by fiscal and political objectives, irrespective of the mentioned 
principles. In the area of capital gains taxation in the EU, there is currently no 
initiative aimed at harmonisation and no essential changes can be expected to take 
place in this area any time soon.  
 
The selected eleven transition countries are also familiar with the concept of 
capital gains taxation. In Lithuania, Poland and Romania capital gains are subject 
to a special tax, while in other countries they are subject to integrated taxation 
together with other forms of income. Generally, capital gains in Hungary are taxed 
as income, but almost all types of capital gains are subject to a uniform flat rate.  
 
As shown in Table 7, which gives an outline of the basic characteristics of capital 
gains taxation in transition economies, capital gains tax rates differ greatly among 
countries, ranging from 1 percent in Romania to 50 percent in Slovenia. In most 
transition countries, however, capital gains tax stands at around 20 percent. 
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Unlike the old EU Member States which as a rule allow certain degree of tax 
exemptions, among transition countries only Hungary and Lithuania envisage tax 
exemptions for capital gains up to a certain threshold value. Tax base inflation 
adjustment is permitted in Bulgaria, Slovenia and Croatia, while capital loss 
deduction is permitted in Slovenia to the amount of capital gains and in Croatia, 
provided capital gains are taxed within the framework of income tax and as such, 
capital losses reduce the tax base. Roll-over relief is allowed in Hungary and in 
Poland. 
 
Table 8 shows the types of assets which are subject to capital gains tax obligation, 
as well as assets exempt from this type of tax obligation in transition economies. 
Compared with the old EU Member States, it would appear that fewer assets 
generate income which is subject to capital gains tax, and that there are fewer 
exemptions. This somewhat simpler and more neutral taxation of capital gains in 
the transition economies might be due to the fact that capital gains tax policy in 
these countries is less burdened with tradition, compared with the old EU Member 
States. 
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6 Concluding Remarks 
 
In the preceding chapters simple comparisons are given of the basic legislative 
provisions in connection with the taxation of income from interest, dividends and 
capital gains in the old EU Member States and several transition countries. To 
avoid unnecessary complication of the comparisons given, no attempt was made in 
general to examine theoretical concepts on which taxation systems in the reference 
countries are based. Nevertheless, even a simple comparison may lead up to some 
conclusions. 
 
As regards taxation of income from interest on savings deposits, the old EU 
Member States clearly tend to tax this source of income with relatively high rates, 
ranging from 15 to 59 percent. However, in an effort not to discourage savings, 
many of these countries allow for certain tax exemptions and tax reliefs for certain 
types of savings. By contrast, the transition countries are trying, as much as 
possible, to exempt savings income from taxation and tax mainly savings income 
earned in foreign banks.  
 
The old EU Member States tend to treat similarly income from corporate and 
government bonds, with the rates of taxation on interest on bonds being equal or 
lower than those on income from interest on savings deposits. Transition 
countries, on the other hand, impose higher taxes on corporate bonds than on 
income from interest on savings deposits, though these rates are generally still 
lower than those found in the old EU Member States. Government bonds are 
mainly tax exempt in these countries. 
 
Taxes on dividends in the old EU Member States are equal or lower than taxes 
levied on bonds, which can be explained by the efforts of these countries to 
mitigate double taxation of dividends. In the transition countries, taxes on 
dividends are as a rule lower than in the old EU Member States, with not a few of 
them providing for a full tax exemption for dividends.  
 
The largest diversity can be found in capital gains taxation, both in terms of the 
level of taxation, the form of taxation and the treatment of capital gains on 
different types of assets. Differences in capital gains taxation are particularly large 
in the “old” Europe, probably attributable to traditionally different taxation 
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practices in each of these countries. Taxation of capital gains in transition 
countries is much more uniform and there is a smaller number of the types of 
assets which are subject to this type of taxation in these countries.    
 
Croatia stands out as a country with a particularly lenient capital income tax 
policy; income from interest on savings deposits is fully tax exempt and so are 
dividends and bond yields, with only few types of assets being subject to capital 
gains taxation. However, when compared with other transition countries, such tax 
treatment of capital gains is not unusual. It should be noted that on the European 
Union level there are no regulations that would require harmonisation of tax 
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